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Abstract 
The concepts of competences and employability have been oftenly used in educational policy discourses. They have been based 
on a category, the employable learner both in the European Union and Portugal. This paper set out to discuss how is the adult 
learner constructed within adult education and training policy, that is, under two programmes launched since 1999 in Portugal 
within the European Union’s lifelong learning guidelines. A qualitative and interpretative approach was preferred for this paper. 
Two national policy discourses were subjected to content analysis. The conclusions state an ambiguous understanding of the 
employable learner. 
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1. Introduction 
In the context of the powerful impact that economic change had on the structure of gross domestic product, 
notably by reducing the farming and industrial sectors, and on the employment structure by increasing the influence 
of services and as the other two sectors declined (Almeida, Castro & Félix, 2009), the link between education, 
training, employment and work came to feature on the policy agenda of adult education. This link focused on the 
importance of enhancing the qualifications of the Portuguese people and of promoting employability, flexibility and 
the adaptability of the adult workforce to new working contexts. Therefore, globalisation and the conversion of the 
Portuguese economy, especially in the wake of accession to the European Economic Community, in 1986, made 
possible a hitherto unknown centrality of adult education on the policy agenda and led to the emergence of a new
adult education and training policy (Barros, 2009) in the late 1990s. 
Indeed, in the previous adult education policy that was in force under the Basic Law for the Education System 
(Law 46/86 of 14 October) adult education and vocational training were not complementary within basic education 
forms of provision. That policy concentrated on offering ‘second-chance’ formal education and evening classes; it 
did not contemplate training, and certainly not continuous vocational training, as an important provision for adults. 
After 1989, with the approval of the Educational Development Programme for Portugal (PRODEP), supported by 
the European Economic Community, a number of education and vocational training initiatives were instigated, in 
particular the Social and Occupational Courses. PRODEP I was thus the first attempt to link up public policy on 
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adult education with social and employment policies, in a context of economic and social modernisation (Lima, 
2008). However, the studies on this Programme were not very encouraging with respect to the economic impact of 
these initiatives (Almeida et al., 1994). At the same time, membership of the European Social Fund meant that a 
great many vocational training actions were completed, but without there being any engagement with purposes, 
processes and educational certification, nor any meaningful economic changes occurring afterwards. Thus, despite a 
significant increase in the number of vocational training actions implemented in recent decades, Eurostat data show 
that vocational training attendance is still less in evidence than in other European Union countries. 
But, in keeping with the European Union guidelines it was in the mid 1990s that political speeches began to call 
for a definite break with the past. To combat the 'education deficit' efforts were made to narrow the gap between 
Portugal and other nations such as Germany, the United Kingdom and Sweden. Special attention was thus paid to 
certain indicators including school certification and vocational qualification rates (Melo, Matos & Silva, 2001; 
Novas Oportunidades, 2005). Based on a deeply pessimistic assessment of the situation as regards adult education, a 
clear need for a thorough change in the purposes, provisions and so forth of public policy on adult education was 
found. This emphasis was prompted by the need to reposition Portugal in the context of the knowledge economy, 
based on links established between the improvement in education and training levels and economic stimulation 
(Carneiro et al., 2007), under the Lisbon Strategy.  
2. The conceptual tools 
Various authors have offered proposals for the discussion of public adult education policies. Lima and Guimarães 
(2011) have proposed analytical models, one of which is the human resources management model. Public policies 
influenced by this model embrace priorities in which an essential aspect is the promotion of ‘competitiveness, and 
economic modernisation’. Here, we find a commitment to public education as an ‘instrument for producing human 
capital’ that is functionally adapted to the demands of economic growth and competitiveness (Lima, 2008) in which 
competence and  employability are essential issues.  
Within this model, the concept of competence is highly relevant. Competence is polysemic and simultaneously 
ambiguous. Cavaco (2009) says that competence can be defined as the ability to effectively mobilise in a particular 
context a set of knowledge, skills and behavioural attitudes. It therefore depends on the context in which it is 
mobilised. So there is no factor which, per se, should be linked to a concrete action and associated with a specific 
context. Competence is thus the ability to mobilise resources, particularly knowledge – knowing, knowing how to 
do and knowing how to be – to solve problems actively. In fact, as Alves (2009) argues, the appreciation of 
competence is inextricably linked with the profound changes in methods of organising work and in human resources 
management policies. Competence emerges with the Taylorist destabilisation of the notion of work and the spread 
of methods that favoured a project approach and team work. And here the emphasis is on autonomy, initiative and 
cooperation. Based on the primacy of individual responsibility, performance assessment, personal control of careers 
and direct, personal bargaining for working conditions, the appreciation of competence goes hand in hand with the 
development of a society in which change and innovation are watchwords, but in which, too, predictability gives 
way to uncertainty, seniority is replaced by performance assessment and where individuals are solely responsible for 
their successes and failures. 
This same line of thought brings us to the concept of employability, which is embedded in a rationale of 
individualisation and individual accountability whereby adults are responsible for their own educational paths, while 
principles for the privatisation of social problems such as unemployment, and for the strengthening of the provision 
of education and vocational training are accentuated. Interactive employability should be the focus here. This is 
centred on individuals and their abilities, though it cannot be detached from the workings of the labour markets. As 
Alves (2007, p.61) remarked: ‘employability is not a status, it is a process that is built up through the interaction of 
strategies and individual resources on the one hand and macro-economic dynamics and business strategies on the 
other’. 
Another model for analysing public policy mentioned by Lima and Guimarães (2011) is the modernisation and 
state control model, which stresses the functional nature of education directed at fostering economic development 
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and full employment within national aims negotiated in the frame of the social pact. Formalisation of forms of 
provision emphasise the value of diplomas, which are an essential aspect of qualifications. In this regard 
qualification is based on an attempt to establish a common denominator between social and occupational categories 
and formalised and formal levels of training in a combination that is sustained by collective bargaining processes 
intended for all professional and economic sectors. Since qualifications are expanded and become increasingly 
complicated as national systems of education and training develop, along with occupations, a variety of levels of 
qualification can be found. These levels make it possible to single out people who are not qualified from those that 
are and, among the latter, varying degrees of qualification depending on the job description, the skills and 
knowledge required to undertake it, the certificates/diplomas held by the workers and the wages earned (Santelman, 
2002). For these reasons, qualification refers to a certain position of the subjects in the labour market, and here we 
find a linear relationship between a certificate attesting to the qualification of the individual and the work that can be 
done. 
3. Methodological issues 
A qualitative and interpretative approach was adopted for this paper (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982). Adult education 
and training policy from 1999 to 2010 was analysed in terms of the representations relative to the adult learner, more 
sepcifically, the employable learner. The article focuses on the utilisation and meanings of the terms competence 
and employability, as they appear in policy documents produced by the Portuguese governments in the 
abovementioned period. 
The selection of documents was guided by criteria such as the impact on the adult education policy adopted and 
included the government programmes called ‘Know more. Programme for the Development and Expansion of Adult 
Education and Training 1999–2006’ (Saber+) (Melo, Matos & Silva, 2001), implemented until 2002, and the ‘New 
Opportunities Initiative’ (Novas Oportunidades, 2005) in place since 2005. This documental corpus was subjected to 
content analysis in which the categories selected included competence and employability. The categorical thematic 
analysis and the search for simple frequencies common to both documents allowed a structural analysis of 
occurrences and the identification of associations between specific themes in the policy documents selected. 
This paper thus set out to discuss: i) How is the employable learner constructed in adult education and training 
policy, that is, within the European Union’s lifelong learning guidelines and under the two programmes that have 
launched the policy since 1999 (Know more in 1999 and New Opportunities in 2005)? ii) How are competence and 
employability connected in the education-work relation? 
4. Tensions among competence and employability in adult education policy 
4.1. Diverging understandings of competence 
The word ‘competence’ was often used in the Know more document, mostly in connection with two diverging 
conceptions: 
i) A humanist conception that was based on the idea that all adults have competences, although the document 
was not clear about the definition and content of these competences. This may be understood because Know more 
has been devised on the basis of a rationale of popular education, with the purpose of giving adults knowledge of a 
non-formal and informal nature. Furthermore, competence may be linked to another expression – ‘key competence’. 
Key competences, always in the plural, have been taken as ‘transversal and transferable’ competences (Melo, Matos 
& Silva, 2001: 12), which cultivate people’s personal and social development, their social participation and 
citizenship, thereby denoting an inclusive acceptance of the concept. 
ii) A conception of competence arising from education and the skills developed in school and related to the 
model of modernisation and state control (Lima & Guimarães, 2011). In this document the competences that the 
subjects possess are variously said to be able to allow equivalence to school years 6, 9 and 12, by virtue of 
recognition of prior learning.  
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In the New Opportunities document the word ‘competence’ (not ‘key competences’, here) is linked to improved 
levels of education, of young people and adults. Indeed, secondary education – the 12th year – was held out as the 
‘minimum level for acquiring and retaining new competence, throughout life’ (Novas Oportunidades, 2005). 
Competence was still linked to its formal recognition, with this being understood as the assignment of  
“(…) value to any learning achieved non-formally or informally, to the precise extent that its value is 
important to the country and that its certification is a basic incentive to intensifying individual investment in 
qualification” (Novas Oportunidades, 2005, p.10). 
Thus, both in the documents under consideration and in the comparison of the two programmes, we find that 
diverging conceptions of competence are used, leading to the two models for analysing public policies adopted in 
this article – the human resources management model and the modernisation and sate control model.  
4.2. Ambiguous conceptions of employability 
Know more made it clear that public policy for adult education could play a part in improving subjects’ 
employability without, however, making any clear references to the meaning that this idea could involve. In 
addition, employability was associated with citizenship at various points in the document, but it was also mentioned 
that this connection did not aim to promote ‘engagement in specific occupations’, it would, rather, encourage 
personal and social development and participation in different realms of social life (Melo, Matos & Silva, 2001, 
p.43). 
Meanwhile, in the New Opportunities document, the word employability was indicated just twice. First, under the 
point ‘Citizenship, social cohesion and personal development’, this statement appears: 
“Investing in education means learning more today, but it also creates better conditions for continuing 
lifelong learning paths, and so simultaneously develops high levels of employability” (Novas 
Oportunidades, 2005, p.8). 
And, in relation to the acquisition of competences that foster the insertion in the labour market of persons in 
insecure situations, it further says: 
So, without disregarding the importance of continuing to prioritise the answer for those at a 
disadvantage in terms of the labour market, enabling them to acquire competences that promote 
employability, greater attention must be paid to those who, being in work, have seen their situation made 
insecure because they have poor qualifications (Novas Oportunidades, 2005, p.20). 
Though mentioned less, the connection between education policy and training adults for work was nonetheless 
more evident than in the document analysed earlier.  Indeed, the thinking in the New Opportunities text indicated the 
need to stimulate the Portuguese economy through education and training. Along the same lines, the use of this 
concept suggested an interactive perception of employability, stressing the role of the subjects in learning and the 
acquisition of competences relevant to the insertion of people in to the labour market, and keeping them there, 
within the context of human resources management policies. 
 
5. Final thoughts 
Even though the concepts examined are polysemic in nature, from the mid 1990s ideas such as competence and 
employability have been used more and more in guidelines emanating from the European Union (Field, 2006; 
Evans, 2000; Lima, 2008); as a result, they have also appeared with increasing frequency in political and educational 
discourse in Portugal, especially in the two programmes devised for adult education that have been implemented in 
the last decade. 
As we have tried to show, the use of these concepts involved a choice of diverging acceptances (in the case of 
competence) and ambiguous acceptances (employability). Indeed, given the latest changes in the organisation of 
labour, competences and employability seem to follow different, contradictory, stresses. We find that the 
competences mobilised by workers to do their jobs have changed, some have become outdated and others have been 
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introduced, which complicates and modifies the tasks to be done. In this context, employability stresses the role of 
the individual in a scenario of unpredictable labour markets.  
In addition, the use of the concepts of competence and employability in the two documents relates sometimes to 
the enhancement (not often) of the labour force in terms of knowing how to do, and at others (more often) it relates 
to school certification. It thus does not seem to take into account the contradictions inherent to the changing labour 
market and the characteristics of the work contexts that may be found in Portugal (Almeida, Castro & Félix, 2009). 
So the two documents in question allow confirmation of the formulation of an ambitious adult education policy that 
at first sight is innovative, but which is contradictory in terms of the ends established.  
Framed by an instrumental understanding of the link between education, training, employment and work, the 
employable learner, who is targeted by public policy, would be a subject who, although poorly educated, could well 
have the skills to change social and economic conditions of a macro nature. This legitimisation has seen people 
becoming increasingly answerable for their choices in education and training, alongside a progressive 
individualisation of the risks linked to the acquisition and recognition of competences (with educational 
equivalence) and to the adaptability of individuals to the fluctuations in the labour market (Alves, 2007). 
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